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CHAPTER 7 
RELATIVE MEASUREMENT AND THE 
SELECTIVE PHILOSOPHY IN EDUCATION 
Egbert Warries 
Technische Hogeschoo/ Twente, 7500A E Enschede, The Netherlands 
ABSTRACT 
Teachers in d i f ferent  countr ies,  when judging the achievement 
of thei r  students,  do not use absolute standards but seem to 
work by comparison. The paper describes the reason for and 
the phi losophy behind relative judgment in education. The 
explanation for the f requent  use of relative testing in 
education is that it has a selective funct ion in the classroom. 
The selective approach does f i t  in an educational phi losophy 
regarding the place of schooling in our society. The 
philosophy does not possess a theoretical framework nor a 
clear description of its content. Six statements typical of the 
selective phi losophy are discussed. They relate to the 
paucity of jobs on the market, to competition, the d is t r ibut ion 
of talent, and the supposed attr ibutes of good school tests. 
The statements are related to each other in order to 
demonstrate how they can form a coherent system of opinions 
about how schooling ought to be organized. It is concluded 
that no philosopher can solve the problem of the educator who 
realizes that he is measuring instead of educating. Final ly,  it 
is argued that the problem of setting up a non-selective 
organization is a technological matter - a matter of choice for 
other learning strategies and other measurement techniques. 
INTRODUCTION 
What kind of phi losophy of education ultimately is responsible for  relative 
measurement of learning outcomes? Educational researchers in d i f ferent  
countries have noted that teachers, when judging the achievement of the i r  
students, do not use absolute standards but seem to work by comparison. 
The grade assigned to a student's piece of work seldom seems to be connected 
with an operational def init ion of the relevant learning goals. In most cases, 
it appears to be the empirical d is t r ibut ion of the raw student-scores which 
determines what is considered excellent, moderate, and insuf f ic ient .  It  is 
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found that ,  on the average, teachers g ive  fa i l ing  marks to a f ixed  propor t ion  
of the group  taught  by  them. For Hol land,  Posthumus (1940, 1960) repor ted  
that  the mean percentage  of fa i l ing  marks in the year ly  s tudent  repor ts  in 
secondary  schools is always approx imate ly  equal to 25°o. For the Dutch 
un ivers i t ies  this  observat ion  was borne out by Dr'ion (1960), who speaks of 
"Posthumus Law" to denote the phenomenon.  De Gr'oot (1966) s tud ied  the 
work ing  of this  law and found that  this  25 ° remains the same in all six years 
of p re -un ivers i ty  educat ion but  that  the percentage  usual ly  d i f fe rs  for  the 
d i f fe rent  courses.  In general  the d i f f i cu l t  courses or  the courses wi th  more 
status in school had more insu f f i c ient  marks than the rest .  Thus ,  a lgebra 
wi th  a percentage  of 31 ° had about  f ive times the number  of insu f f i c ient  
marks as h i s to ry .  Bloom (1968), wr i t ing  about  the expectat ions  of teachers 
at the beg inn ing  of a new course or  te rm,  states that  the ins t ructor  expects  
a th i rd  of his pup i l s  to fail or  jus t  "get  by" .  Warries (1978), in a t reat i se  
on the y ie ld  of un ivers i ty  educat ion,  po ints  to the grad ing  habits  of s taf f  
members and the i r  in f luence on the output  of the un ivers i ty .  Many authors  
have cal led for  at tent ion to the mark ing  or" g rad ing  habits  in our  educat ional  
ins t i tu t ions .  We seldom f ind  absolute or  c r i te r ion - re ferenced test ing  and we 
often f ind re lat ive  tes t ing  methods in schools.  In this  paper ,  we wi l l  t ry  to 
descr ibe  the k ind of ph i losophy  which is h idden behind the pers i s tent  
phenomenon of re la t ive  judgment  in educat ion.  
AN EXPLICABLE PHENOMENON 
It is unden iab le  that  the cur rent  p ract i ce  of re lat ive  measurement has 
w i ths tood  many chal lenges and cr i t i c i sms such as that  by Glaser" (1963). In 
everyday  school and un ivers i ty  l i fe,  teachers do not f requent ly  use absolute 
or  c r i te r ion - re ferenced methods.  Relat ive judgment  is the rule in educat ion ,  
and probab ly  it  is wise to consider" f i r s t  the most p laus ib le  exp lanat ion  for  
this  phenomenon,  v iz .  the psychologica l  necessi ty of such behav ior ,  before  
going into the drawbacks  of re lat ive  measurement and the ph i losophy  behind 
it.  In our  op in ion ,  people,  by nature ,  tend to compare.  Or ,  as taught  by 
most in t roductory  texts  in our  psycho logy  courses,  human beings tend to 
impose organ izat ion  upon what they  perce ive .  H i tgard  (1953) says: "We see 
faces in the c louds" .  By select ing aspects out  of total  s i tuat ions in our  
env i ronment ,  we tend to create f igures .  This process also goes fo r  
measur ing  learn ing  outcomes in the c lassroom. The total s i tuat ion can be the 
essay- tes t  of one s tudent  as well as the sheet of raw scores of a group  of 
s tudents .  In the fo rmer  case, we compare the v is ib le  outcomes of our  
teach ings  wi th  the goals or- expectat ions  we had as teachers .  In the la t ter  
case, our  percept ion  takes a d i f fe rent  tu rn  because there  are more th ings  to 
compare w i th .  We tend to impose s t ructure  on the set of scores,  and select 
certa in  elements f rom the total  s i tuat ion when describing the outcomes of our  
teach ing .  Time and again we perce ive  a middle group  of moderate ach ievers ,  
a small g roup  of exce l lent  ach ievers ,  and we c lear ly  d iscern another  th i rd  or  
quarter" of insu f f i c ient  scores. Unl ike when looking at the c louds,  we are not 
able to see faces in the g iven s i tuat ion ,  but  we cer ta in ly  do impose s t ructure  
upon our  data along the one dimension that  we have at our  d isposa l :  the 
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achievement scale. Something in favour of others and ourselves as teachers 
and as comparative judges of achievement should be added: it is only normal 
for human spectators to compare elements in a set and to di f ferent iate among 
the characteristics of d i f ferent  entities, even when these entities are students 
or their  products in a class. What follows aims at making the reader aware of 
his comparing judging behavior and asks for more attention to the philosophy 
which is suspected to be behind that behavior. 
INSTRUCTIONAL DRAWBACKS OF RELATIVE TESTING 
Aside from nice psychological explanations, it is still possible to grumble 
about that bad habit of teachers on all levels of schooling, namely their  
persisting inclination to compare learning outcomes before assigning marks or 
grades. We believe that the essential argument against relative testing is 
that it belongs to an outdated and sometimes hidden philosophy of education. 
In fact it could be defended that it forms the visible part of an obsolete 
outlook on schooling in the modern western world. But let us f i rst  look at 
some practical drawbacks of relative measurement. Doing so, we restr ict 
ourselves to measurement of learning outcomes by educators in normal 
educational settings, and will not speak about testing as it is used for 
institutional selection or admission purposes. Neither shall we speak about 
programmed instruction where it stands to reason that cr i ter ion-referenced 
measurement for the people concerned will have preference over relative 
measurement. We shall not deal with these two measurement cases because in 
programmed instruction the choice for some absolute testing method is 
obvious, and, on the other hand, in the case of admission, a rational decision 
has to be made about the ranking of applicants on attr ibutes considered 
relevant for the program in question. So what follows below has mainly to do 
with grades or report-marks students get for their  results on a test paper, a 
final test, or three months of classwork grades which are assigned to them by 
their subject-teacher, class-teacher, or professor, and which must inform the 
student and his parents about the student's progress in school. Now, in this 
ord inary situation, what are the drawbacks of relative measurement? Three 
only will be mentioned here. 
The first drawback of report-marks based on comparison of the student's test 
results with those of the others is the lack of information for parents 
interested in their child's progress in relation to the content of the course. 
To be sure, there indeed is valuable information in a grade representing the 
relative achievement of a student, if parents are at least in the possession of 
additional data needed to interpret  relative scores. When parents do know 
about the average class performance, the qual i ty of instruction, and how 
these two relate to local or national standards, they sure can make a realistic 
estimate of the educational prospects in the near future for their  daughter or 
son. But in most cases parents do not possess the extra information, or they 
have wrong information. In many cases, parents ask questions about their  
child's result of half a year of school work or they ask what the prospects in 
in the long run are, but relative testing does not have answers to those 
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kinds of quest ions .  This  real ly  is a ser ious prob lem.  Relat ive tests do not 
p rov ide  for  re levant  in format ion fo r  parents .  In a small count ry  such as 
Hol land,  w i th  cohorts  of less than 250,000 ind iv idua ls ,  i t  was not t r ied  to 
solve this  prob lem by the in t roduct ion  of nat ionwide  s tandard ized  tests .  This 
can be cons idered fo r tunate ,  because in that  case we should not only st i l l  
have had the wrong answers to the parents '  quest ion ,  but  we should also 
have lost the f reedom to c r i t i c i ze  the tests as they  were made then by h igh ly  
qua l i f ied  exper ts .  
The second drawback  is s imi lar  to the f i r s t ,  but  here the concern is w i th  the 
in format ion g iven to the s tudent  himself .  What k ind of message does a 
s tudent  receive through a s ingle comparat ive  score? Does the score g ive  him 
any advice on how to cont inue next  week,  next  month,  or  the fo l lowing 
t r imester?  Does the score spec i fy  for  the s tudent  how to reach a h igher  
score next  time? Must the s tudent  who fai led his test  t ry  prepar ing  himself  
in another  way fo r  the next  test? The answer  must be negat ive  since his 
rank order  in the group  at best s ignals him to work  harder  for  the next  test ,  
do more of the  same, and do more than his col leagues.  In most cases a score 
or mark does not tel l  the s tudent  how fat" he is in his work  and what he has 
to do to bet ter  his pos i t ion .  Nor does the s tudent  know if he would have 
gotten the same mark for  his work ,  if he had been in a d i f fe rent  g roup  or  
had had a d i f fe rent  teacher .  In shor t ,  a re lat ive  scor ing method does not 
in form the s tudent  how to improve his work  in school and his test  resu l ts .  
The th i rd  drawback  is more pedagogica l .  We re fer  to the negat ive  effects on 
the ind iv idua l  who cont inuous ly  belongs to that  par t  of the group  to which 
low grades are g iven .  Educat ional  psycho log is ts  in the past have g iven due 
cons iderat ion  to ind iv idua l  d i f ferences  in re levant  learn ing ab i l i t ies ,  but  
g radua l ly  we persona l ly  have come to the conv ic t ion  that  in most ins t ruct iona l  
set t ings  those d i f fe rences  between ind iv idua ls  are re la t ive ly  small in 
compar ison w i th  the psychologica l  s imi lar i t ies  of the group members.  But ,  
notw i ths tand ing  the many abi l i t ies  and apt i tudes  that  members of most 
ins t ruct iona l  g roups  have in common, we also have to face rea l i ty  and to 
admit  that  in our  p resent  school ing system there  do ex is t  cons is tent  
d i f fe rences  in achievement between the members of the group .  Now what 
k ind of message does a rank-order  grade  br ing  to the s lowest student?  The 
message leaves no doubt .  It reads: "You,  low ach iev ing s tudent ,  shall 
never  do we l l " .  Such t id ings  can hard ly  do any good for  the learn ing 
process.  Rough ly ,  there  are two poss ib le t rans la t ions  or  conclusions for  the 
unhappy  rece iver  of th is  in format ion ,  and these are well known in educat ional  
c i rc les .  The one is: "1 am a wor th less  person" ,  and the o ther  is: 
"Learn ing  is no good at a l l " .  So in the f i r s t  case the s tudent  is l iable to see 
himself  in genera l  as somebody less va luab le  than o ther  people.  In the 
second case, the s tudent  is deve lop ing  a negat ive  a t t i tude  towards  all forms 
of t rans fer  of knowlege in both informal  and formal se t t ings .  There  is hard ly  
any doubt  that  in both cases a s tudent  wi l l  be severe ly  h indered  in his 
fu ture  school career  ( i f ,  in the c i rcumstances ,  there  is any lef t  fo r  h im).  
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ACHIEVEMENT TESTS AND SELECTION 
Why is it that, despite the drawbacks mentioned, relative measurement still is 
the most widely spread method of measuring student's achievement in the 
educational settings discussed? In this paper, the explanation of the 
phenomenon is that,  in general, the choice of a testing method reflects the 
educator's or the school's view of the place of school in society, and that in 
this part icular case the educator believes in a selective function of the 
school. But others give a d i f ferent  explanation. The alternative explanation 
holds that relative measurement takes place so often simply because teachers 
have at their  easy disposal a number of relat ively cheap objective tests which 
all give the teacher the opportuni ty  to rank students. Three objections to 
this explanation can be made. The f i rst  objection is that tests for sale in the 
shop also have unattractive properties for classroom application. For 
example, they seldom match the content of the course as taught by the 
teacher or represented in the learning material. Second, the observation that 
these tests are cheap for the teachers is only part of the story. When 
viewed locally or nationally, professionally made tests are not cheap at all 
when all the academic and developmental work done to produce these tests is 
considered. Thus, the cheapness of the tests cannot be an explanation for 
the relative measurement habits of educators. The third objection is that we 
can observe that relative judgment habits also do exist in countries where no 
objective tests are available for schools. In the Netherlands we do not have 
a testing movement like that in the United States but still we have our 
Posthumus' Law which states that educators judging educational achievement 
do compare individual learning outcomes. Apparent ly,  test papers and essay- 
type tests also are f i t  for comparing achievement in a group. Summarizing, it 
can be concluded that the mere avai labi l i ty of objective tests is not a 
necessary or suff icient reason for the existence of relative measurement. 
There has to be some other reason. 
It can be stated confidently that the explanation for the frequent use of 
relative testing in education is that it has a function in selection which in 
turn is considered by many of us to be one of the main functions of 
educational institutions. What is meant by selection here? Educational 
scientists, when categorizing tests according to the way they are constructed 
and used, tend to speak about the selective use of tests in a very restr ict ive 
way. The selective use of tests in education, according to the experts, 
seems to be synonymous with testing for admission to institutions or 
programs. But next to this definit ion of selection, conceptualized as a neatly 
arranged and systematic enterprise, there is the classroom use of tests. 
Around us we can see many instances of informal, teacher-made, non- 
standardized tests with an obviously selective character. Perhaps we should 
f i rst  purge from our thoughts the systematic use of professional testing if we 
want to reflect on the functions of testing inside school. In fact, this is 
what a small group of educators and researchers - among them, the author of 
the paper - did when in the mid-sixties, the f i rst  large-scale multiple choice 
testing program for the transit ion from elementary to secondary education was 
introduced in Holland. We asked ourselves why, in general, within the walls 
of the school, testing takes place. We did this because, after we all had been 
196 Egbert Wattles 
engaged in the  in t roduct ion  of these new ob jec t ive  tests  shor t ly  be fore ,  we 
fe l t  wor r ied  about  the  consequences  in the long run for  t i le  schools.  Our  
purpose  was to make educat ion is ts  aware  of the  real reasons fo r  tes t ing  in the  
c lassroom. We came up wi th  th ree  reasons (Warr ies ,  1971), and select ion was 
one of them (and not  the  least impor tant ) .  With select ion we d id  not  mean 
admiss ion to or  ent rance  into a program.  We had in mind a more gradua l  
p rogess .  Someth ing that  takes place l i t t le  by  l i t t le  and in which s tudents  
be long ing  to t i le  par t  of the group  that  is learn ing  more s lowly  are separated  
f rom the class or ,  in Ho l land ,  have to doub le  class. Tests used fo r  select ion 
were  descr ibed  as tests  that  s tudents  look upon as d i f f i cu l t  tes ts ,  and also as 
tests  for" which preparat ion  cannot  be made. In our  descr ip t ion ,  s tudents  
feel that  even by  work ing  harder" or  longer' ,  they  can never  be successful  
w i th  a se lec t ive  test .  Once a s tudent  is among t i le  low ach ievers ,  it is a 
los ing bat t le .  Teachers ,  on the  o ther  hand,  consider" a se lec t ive  test  as an 
exce l lent  means to d i f fe rent ia te  between what  they  see as poor- s tudents  and 
good s tudents .  Th is  descr ip t ion  of the  se lec t ive  use of tes t ing  in the  
c lassroom can be seen as a typ ica l  descr ip t ion  of the  c lassroom use of re la t ive  
measurement .  In re la t ive  measurement ,  raw scores are  o rdered  and 
subsequent ly  t rans formed to some type  of s tandard  scores fo rming  a 
d i s t r ibL I t ion  in which scores are spread in such manner" that  a res t r i c ted  par t  
of the  scores qua l i f ies  fo r  t i le  p red icate  "exce l lent" .  S tudents  are r ight  when 
they  cons ider  such a test  as d i f f i cu l t ,  and they  are r ight  when they  do not  
be l ieve  it is poss ib le  to prepare  fo r  such a tes t .  Teachers  also are r ight  
when they  see these  tests  as we l l - su i ted  to d i f fe rent ia te  between s tudents '  
scores.  What we are t ry ing  to say is that ,  if we have the  impress ion that  
re la t ive  tes t ing  procedures  have too many drawbacks  to mainta in  them as a 
means for" judg ing  the ach ievement  of our  s tudents ,  we have to look sharp ly  
at the se lec t ive  funct ion  of re la t ive  tes t ing .  It is on ly  when we look at the  
se lec t ive  processes tak ing  place in our  educat iona l  ins t i tu t ions  that  we shall 
be able to unders tand  why  an a l te rnat ive  l ike  c r i te r ion - re ferenced  tes t ing  is 
so seldom used in the  schools.  When select ion indeed is t i le  everyday  
pract i ce  of our  schools ,  then th is  p ract i ce  is on ly  ma inta ined  because it f i ts  
in an educat iona l  ph i losophy  regard ing  the  place of schoo l ing  in our  soc iety .  
Let us look at th is  a l leged educat iona l  ph i losophy .  
A SELECT IVE  PHILOSOPHY 
In th is  paper ,  educat ion  is also examined f rom t i le  teacher ' s  po in t  of v iew.  
For  those who look at educat ion  from the  " ins ide" ,  a ph i losophy  of educat ion  
is a way  of th ink ing  about  how schoo l ing  in a g iven  env i ronment  ought  to be 
organ ized .  In such a way of th ink ing  there  is hard ly  a place fo r  c lear  
soc io logica l  not ions  on the  funct ions  of schoo l ing  in soc ie ty  o r  fo r  normat ive  
ideas about  the  ends of educat iona l  processes .  The se lec t ive  educat iona l  
ph i losophy  under  cons iderat ion  does not  seem to possess a s t rong  theoret i ca l  
f ramework ;  ne i ther  is there  a c lear  descr ip t ion  of the  ph i losophy  in textbooks  
used by  prospect ive  teachers .  In fact ,  every  new teacher  seems to 
unders tand  th is  ph i losophy  w i thout  be ing  t ra ined  to do i t .  Ac tua l ly ,  the  
ph i losophy  cons ists  of s tatements  on ly ,  conceptua l ly  more or  less independent  
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but strongly interrelated when they are situated in what we consider to be a 
selective philosophy. Some f ive years after introduction of objective testing 
in Holland, the author wrote about relative measurement in the classroom and 
recorded six utterances which he considered typical for a philosophy of 
permanent selection in the educational process (Warries, 1970): 
-many are called but few are chosen; 
-competing for better scores is wholesome; 
-in each group some must fall behind; 
-school tests separate the dull from the clever; 
-school tests must be d i f f icu l t ;  
-students should not be informed in advance about school tests. 
We will comment on these six statements and will t ry  to relate them to each 
other in order to demonstrate how they could form a coherent system of 
opinions about how schooling ought to be organized. 
Many are Called but Few are Chosen 
This patriarchal utterance from a spokesman of an educational institution 
toward the candidates to be taught or who seek admission to courses or the 
examination, seems to carry the message that candidates have to be modest. 
They ought to know their  place, should not expect too much, have to study 
hard and should understand that it is not a matter of course that all will 
complete the full program. The admonition is sometimes accompanied by 
information on the paucity of places in the market for which the institution 
prepares. Often attention is called to the fact that standards are high and 
that the school has to be rigorous in its demands. 
Competing for Better Scores is Wholesome 
Usually, two arguments are advanced to support this statement. One is that 
competition to get the best or better results in class is a very useful 
extr insic motive for learning. Students, according to this line of thought,  
need an external challenge to work hard since the intr insic rewards of school 
learning are not enough for them. Students who know that their  score will 
be calculated after comparison with the outcomes of the whole group will 
str ive after a higher place in the rank order.  The other argument is that 
competition in itself is a good exercise and a learning experience in 
preparation of the great competition which is said to wait for the students 
after school. 
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In Each Group Some Must Fall Behind 
Why is th is  so? Because this repeated ly  tu rns  out to be so. In each 
ins t ruct iona l  g roup  there  appear" to be some s tudents  who are the du l le r  ones. 
They cannot keep pace wi th  o thers ,  and the teacher" does not have the means 
to help them out .  Though these s lower s tudents  often ask more of the 
teacher 's  t ime than the others  do, seldom are they successful  in catch ing up. 
Every  teacher- sooner of later" d iscovers  this  t ru th  and learns to l ive wi th  it.  
Most educators  indeed bel ieve that  some must  always fall behind since these 
are the less ta lented and there  seems to ex is t  no pol icy preventing them from 
ga in ing  admission.  In fact ,  selection specia l ists  admit  that  they  cannot 
prov ide  a procedure  to safely pred ic t  academic fa i lu re .  
School Tests  Separate the Dull  f rom the C lever  
That  means that  a good test  must make such a separat ion ,  s ince, accord ing to 
this  s tatement ,  an achievement  test  must g ive  in format ion about the f i tness of 
the s tudents  to proceed wi th  the s tudy .  So success on fu ture  work  is 
p red ic ted  by success on past work ,  as appear ing  in the test  resu l ts ,  and,  
there fore ,  every  school test  must g ive  as much in format ion as poss ib le .  That  
means that  the test  has to produce  large d istances between s tudents '  scores. 
The more d i f fe rent ia t ion ,  the more in format ion for  the teacher .  A large range 
of scores is bet ter  than a small one, and a f la t  d i s t r ibut ion  of scores is 
bet ter  than a bunched one. 
School Tests  Must be D i f f i cu l t  
Every  count ry  seems to have its own fo lk lo re  about the d i f f i cu l ty  of f inal  
examinat ions ,  and there  hard ly  ex ists  an ins t i tu t ion  where  the f inals  are not 
d readed by the s tudents .  School subjects  easy to learn are pre ferab ly  not 
entered into the f inal  examinat ion ,  and predetermined norms that  acc identa l ly  
resu l t  in a high percentage  of exce l lent  scores are rev ised in o rder  to 
produce  the usual p ropor t ion  of fa i l -g rades .  The same goes fo r  tes t ing  ins ide 
the c lassroom. There  seems to ex is t  a general  fee l ing among pol icy  makers 
and teachers  that  school tests ought  to be d i f f i cu l t .  A test  that  is done well 
by all the  s tudents  in a class cannot be taken as a good test .  In many 
cases, the d i f f i cu l ty  of the test  and the marks to be g iven are establ ished 
on ly  a f te r  the resul ts  are known.  Sometimes, the la t te r  is done systemat ica l ly  
by sp l i t t ing  the d i s t r ibut ion  of raw scores,  us ing ,  e .g .  percentages  of 10, 
20, 40, 20 and 10%. In this  manner  tests be ing too easy are avoided most 
e f fec t ive ly .  When such "grad ing  on the curve"  is not app l ied ,  many teachers 
never the less  do not set the pass- fa i l  cu t t ing  score unt i l  they  have been able 
to look at the resul ts  of the i r  s tudents .  
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Students Should Not be Informed in Advance About School Tests 
Many teachers are convinced that the content and wording of a good test 
must remain a secret so that the students cannot prepare themselves for it. 
In any case, they must not be able to prepare in such a way that they are 
sure to know all the r ight answers. In this opinion, a good test should not 
bear reference to the detailed contents of the course taught. It should 
consist of items that can be answered r ight only by those who not only know 
the content of the book, but also know how to use their  heads. In this 
notion there is something of a battle between school and students. Both 
parties t ry  to win by being smarter than the other. A good test item is one 
invented by the teacher in a br i l l iant  moment, and a bad item is one of the 
type students can answer easily. A teacher who beforehand reveals what 
kind of questions he is going to ask, would break the rules of the "game". 
His colleagues, and probably even his students, would consider him a bad 
sport. 
A COHERENT BELIEF SYSTEM 
In what way do these six statements relate to each other? How do they form 
a coherent belief system for the people working inside a school or for those 
ident i fy ing with them? In the center of the belief system is the practice of 
continuous selection. Teachers and policy makers in a selective institution 
f requent ly  compare and sort their  students. This is done by decisive 
judgments on the students' achievements which the students interpret  as a 
negative decision to go on with the program they are in. They are assigned 
to a di f ferent program which is of lower status, or they are rejected without 
any fur ther  recommendation. When, in an instructional group, such a 
procedure has been practiced for a period of three to six years, the final 
group is only a fraction of the original group and few are chosen indeed. 
Those who are in the midst of such a procedure need a rational basis for 
their  actions and they will f ind it in the f i rst  adage which states that few are 
chosen. This adage forms a sound basis for selection since it stands for the 
belief that there simply are too few places for all students, certainly with the 
standards we want to use. It functions as a central rule in a selective 
policy. The institution (the people involved, say) is obliged to select 
because society, the univers i ty,  or another institution cannot take them all. 
Of course, the next question to be answered is why society or the next 
institute cannot take all who have been taught. Here we know of two 
answers. The f i rst  one actually lays outside the belief system under 
consideration and is mentioned only br ief ly .  It is the explanation of 
sociologists who hold that in a capitalistic society places del iberately are kept 
scarce so that the benefits of the good positions do not have to be shared 
with so many. The other answer is that only part of the group is placeable 
since it is a simple empirical fact that some will fall behind at every 
measuring point in the course, since they eventually will not meet the final 
standards. Apparent ly,  some law is governing human behavior stating that 
some must fall behind in instruction so that, indeed, after some repetition of 
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the phenomenon few are left .  This seems to be a p laus ib le  exp lanat ion  of the 
statement that  few are chosen. On the o ther  hand,  the supposed t ru th  that  
some have to fall beh ind in everyday  school l i fe has to be t rans la ted  into a 
measur ing ins t rument .  There  wi l l  be a need for  a good ins t rument  to measure 
who is beh ind .  The ins t rument  may be simple,  for  instance,  some quest ions 
posed by the teacher ,  or  it  maybe a well const ructed ,  sophis t icated 
ach ievement  test .  In any case the des i red  ins t rument  must indicate who wi l l  
not surv ive  in the educat ional  process by separat ing  the dul l  f rom the br ight  
s tudents .  
But when a good test  to separate the dul l  f rom the br ight  is des i red ,  two 
technical  cond i t ions  should be fu l f i l l ed .  One condi t ion is that  such a test  
must d i f fe rent ia te  very  wel l .  The o ther  condi t ion  is that  tes t ing  knowledge of 
the course content  is not su f f i c ient ,  but  also some general  character i s t i c  or  
behav ior  respons ib le  fo r  the learn ing outcomes nlust be tested.  So, tests 
must be d i f f i cu l t  enough,  and they must be such that  s tudents  cannot 
prepare  for" it  by learn ing  what  is in the book.  Why must tests be d i f f i cu l t?  
It seems as if everyone  ins ide a select ive ins t i tu t ion  is of the opinion that  
tests have to prove  that  some fall beh ind .  In cont rad ic t ion  to what  many 
bel ieve,  the s tandards  are seldom abso lute ,  c r i te r ia  for  success are seldom 
f ixed ,  and f inal  examinat ions seldom have norms that  are set w i th  reference to 
the des i red  behav ior .  
The author  knows of one case where  c i rcumstances made it necessary to set 
norms before a nat ional  examinat ion.  In 1968 t i le  Dutch national tes t ing  
ins t i tu te  const ructed  a f i f ty - i tem Engl ish read ing comprehension test  for  the 
f i r s t  f inal  examinat ion of a new type  of secondary  school. A f te r  careful  
cons iderat ion ,  the committee respons ib le  agreed on the test ,  but  a f te rwards  
the committee was blamed because the mean raw score,  which turned  out to 
become 43.6,  was cons idered too h igh.  One year- la ter ,  the populat ion mean 
was 34.0 which proved  that  the committee had learned their" lesson. 
A good test  is a test  d i f f i cu l t  enough to re l iab ly  sp l i t  the group  in dul l  and 
c lever  s tudents .  But ,  apparent ly ,  the d i f f i cu l ty  dimension alone does not 
suf f ice to weed the poor  s tudents  because hard work ing  dul l  s tudents  can 
also reach the goals of course.  Since we t ry  to separate the dul l  from the 
br ight  and not the non- learners  from the learners ,  we thus need to test  the 
potent ia l  for  learn ing  and not only the resu l t  of learn ing .  What is it that  
teachers  have in mind when they say that  a rea l ly  good test  cannot be 
prepared  for? Are they  conce iv ing of an apt i tude  speci f ic  to the school 
subject? A general  learn ing  apt i tude?  An innate or  developed general  
ab i l i ty?  Whatever  it may be they are a f te r ,  consc ious ly  or  unknowing ly ,  the 
second technical  condi t ion  is fu l f i l l ed .  Something else o ther  than learn ing 
output  is measured.  
Three  fu r ther  remarks  are to be made on the in terna l  re la t ionsh ips  of the 
bel ie f  system. F i r s t ,  the custom of compar ing  s tudents '  learn ing  outcomes to 
eva luate  them seems to need v ind icat ion .  This is found par t ly  in the 
supposed mer i ts  of compet i t ion between members of a group .  It  is hard to 
accept,  but  in this  technologica l  age where  teamwork  is so impor tant  
everywhere ,  there  are ph i losophers  te l l ing  us that ,  apar t  f rom being a 
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stimulus for learning, competition is also a good exercise for the great 
struggle in life after school. So the use of relative measurement procedures 
is reinforced by the alleged benefit of providing an extra learning 
experience. The second remark concerns the role of general intell igence in 
the measurement of learning outcomes. Behind four of the six statements 
given above there must be an hypothesis stating that some type of (normally 
distr ibuted) general abi l i ty is responsible for" student achievement in the 
classroom. Some students ought to have insuff icient results since some have 
to be in the least talented part of the group. The detection of the dull 
students comes up as a task for the test because the educator believes in the 
existence of a normally distr ibuted variable measured on a dul l -c lever scale. 
There cannot be much difference between such a variable and general 
intelligence. In any case, the notion of general abi l i ty can be detected in the 
belief that students must not be able to prepare for a test. Also, it is only 
one step from the belief that school tests have to be di f f icul t  and have to 
show large var iabi l i ty  of scores, to the belief that performances on school 
tests are reflecting the distr ibut ion of a developed abi l i ty in the group. That 
some learners must always fall behind is easier to understand when it is 
believed that some general abi l i ty is mainly responsible for learning outcomes. 
There is an implicit assumption in some of the selective opinions under 
discussion. The assumption is that performance on school tests is related 
more to some innate or developed potential of the student than to the 
deliberate efforts of schools and teachers. The last remark pertains to the 
revers ib i l i ty  of the relationships within the belief system. Selection is also 
caused and maintained by the belief that competition is wholesome. A part of 
the class has to fall behind just because of the way achievement tests are 
constructed and scored. There are always dull students to be discovered in 
a group when the definit ion of achievement leads to that conclusion. The 
conviction that few can be chosen holds since so few graduates are ultimately 
produced by the schools. Thus, parts of the belief system not only provide 
a rationale for other parts, but they also strengthen the other parts. 
Actually, the whole belief system strengthens itself as long as its d i f ferent 
parts hold out. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Is there a way out? Probably there is no way out from within. When you 
are in the midst of a system, it does not help to realize that you are working 
for a capitalistic society, is subject to laws of perception, you are measuring 
instead of educating, and that human beings are more than competitors. 
When one suspects that his selective philosophy is a negative philosophy that 
only serves his selective practices, then a d i f ferent  practice should be tr ied, 
that is a d i f ferent organization of the components in an educational 
institution. Starting from the concept of a d i f ferent organization, the next 
step is to t ry  to develop a rational solution to the problems stated by the 
bluepr int  of such an organization. No philosopher can solve your problems, 
neither can sociology, or cognit ive psychology. The problem of setting up a 
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non-se lect ive  organ izat ion  is a technologica l  mat ter ,  a mat ter  of choice for  
o ther  learn ing  s t rateg ies  and o ther  measurement techn iques .  It seems to us 
that  a s t ra tegy  l ike mastery  learn ing  (Bloom, ]968) and measurement methods 
such as c r i te r ion - re ferenced measurement g ive  improved solut ions to the 
prob lem.  The above t reat i se  on a select ive ph i losophy  may be fo rgot ten  as 
soon as we are work ing  on the solut ion of pract ica l  prob lems.  
